Weighing in on the risks and benefits of probiotic use in HIV-infected and immunocompromised populations.
Probiotics are used in the prophylaxis and treatment of several conditions, including irritable bowel syndrome, diarrhoea, necrotising enterocolitis (NEC) and colic in infants. Despite the long history of probiotic use in humans, there is still significant debate about their efficacy and safety, particularly in HIV-infected and immunocompromised individuals. Here, we reviewed the safety and adverse event (AE) reporting from clinical trials that have tested probiotics in at risk populations, including HIV-infected individuals, the terminally ill and elderly, and neonates. Our analysis suggests that the benefits of probiotic therapy outweigh their potential risks in HIV-infected populations, and in the treatment of colic and NEC in low birth weight or premature neonates. Most case reports of severe AEs were in the elderly and terminally ill, or in those with additional severe medical conditions. We conclude that probiotic use, as adjunctive treatment, is effective and safe in the majority of patients including HIV-infected individuals, although special care should be taken in individuals with extreme immunosuppression and severe medical conditions in all ages.